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Buddhist Precepts and Food as Depicted in 
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Satomi Yamamoto 
INTRODUCTION 
For human beings, food and meals bring fundamental pleasure. But that is not the 
end of the matter. for there are many more aspects of food to be considered. Religions 
throughout the world have numerous taboos related to food. Buddhism has 
proscriptions. "nX: kai" in Japanese. that people are expected to follow in their daily 
lives. These are often called the Buddhist precepts. Among these are many 
proscriptions about food. 
A basic example of a food related interdiction is. in japanese, /f'fJ:~nx fusessho-kai. 
Translated directly, it means "Do not kill anything." An implication within this 
statement includes a prohibition against consuming meat. Another interdiction. /f'ftkii'Ji 
1tX: fuonju-kai. prohibits drinking alcohol. Yet another proscription, /f'~p~JtnX fuhijishiki-
kai. restricts people to eating only at designated times. Since food is a basic necessity of 
human life. this sometime causes disputes and social disorder. 
In ancient and medieval society, controlling food to prevent such social conflict was 
indispensable. As we can imagine. overcoming temptations relating to food was as 
difficult for people in ancient and medieval periods as it is for us today. In pre-modern 
times. famines often occurred in japan. but even during difficult times there were 
aristocrats who could eat not only for sustenance but also for enjoyment. In other 
words. the elite were able to enjoy having more food than what was absolutely 
necessary to sustain life. This situation conflicted with the ideal world prescribed by the 
Buddhist teachings. which encouraged restraint. This conflict between means and 
spiritual ideals provoked unease and anxiety. 
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In this essay. I \\'ill present ideas relating to food and food prohibitions in a discussion 
of paintings created from the late 12'h century to the 14'h century. This period covers 
the late lleian period through and slightly beyond the Kamakura period. Through a 
study of these paintings. I will interpret the complex emotions of ancient japanese 
toward food. 
In order to understand these alti tudes more deeply I will introduce the Buddhist 
view of the world and reincarnation. The concept of the Six !~calms of Existence. or /\ 
ill Rokudo. is key to understanding medieval Buddhism. At the lowest level of the six 
realms. literally "paths" of rebirth. are the many Jl!!;J..t jigoku. or hells of rebirth. Then 
filt!.-11. g;~ki. or hungry ghosts: 1fi't animals: fighting gods called I~H~*II: Ashura: then we 
A humans: and at the top of the heap. H. Dcva. or minor divinities. Although the 
highest levels of rebirth are the worlds of the Buddhas and Bodhisam·as. they are not 
included in the six realms because they arc outside the unfortunate rebirth cycle. 
Let us look at the illustrated hand scroll t}inf S:hU:~*10 Kokawadera Engi Emaki. 
This work was created in the early 13'" century. The temple ca lled t}iuf ,;Jf' Kokawadcra 
in \V akayama prefecture is sti ll worshipped today as a sacred abode of the Kannon 
Bodhisattva. At the beginning of the scroll. a hunter appears with his family. He hunts 
a deer. then he and his family eat the deer. (fig. l ) 
fig. I. Kokawadera Engi Enwki. Owned by 1\okawadcra temple 
Image: Reprinted from Xihon emaki wisei 5. Komatsu Shigemi. ed. 
Tokyo. Chuo koronsha. 1977. 
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fig. 2. 1\olwll';tdcra Engi Emaki. Owned by Kokawatlcra temple 
Image: Reprinted from t\'ihon emaki wisei 5. Komatsu Shigemi. 
ed. Tokyo. Chi.iii kiironsha. 1977. 
1\ t first glance. we sec a 
happy famil y of father. 
mother and child enjoying a 
meal. !Iow eve r. thi s 
depic tion in the con tcx t of 
this story emphasizes th a t 
they viola led the .. Do not 
kill prohibition" in their 
daily life by ingesting meat. 
The scene. embe dded in a 
hand scroll created fo r the 
purpose of re vea lin g the 
o rigin of Kannon 
Bodhisatt\'a-worship. also 
highlights the concept that 
Kannon Bodhisat tva is 
capable of saYing a ll beings. 
c v c n t h o s e w h o h a ,. e 
violated the Buddhist 
proscriptions. (fig. 2 ) 
The concept of the saving 
grace of the Kannon Bodhisatt\·a is shown very clearly on the halo of a Kannon statue 
created in 8'"-cenLUry japan. In the = JJ ·:;;: i\ igatsud6 of .llO.: .'i= Todaiji temple. there is 
a huge s tatue of the so·called 1·- lffirol ;'~· Eleven lleaded Kannon bodhisattva dating to 
8'"-ccntury. 
What we find on the halo is a very complex rendering of the Buddhistuni,·ersc.(fig. 3 ) 
The universe is made up of 25 laye rs. beginning with the heavenly beings called 
Bodhisattvas at the top. The middle includes human beings in the cosmic center cal led 
Mt. Sumeru. and then. at the lowes t level of the Buddhist he lls. shows many suffe ring 
humans and creatures. But the 1\annon Bodhisattva is capable of saving all beings. even 
those who suffer in 1-lell. including people who have v iolated the Buddhist p roscri ptions. 
such as in the firs t scene of the hand-scroll of Kokaw,1dera. 
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fig. 3. A tracing of the Buddhist universe on 
the halo of the Kannon statue of the l':igatsudo. 
Image: Heprinted from lnamoto Yasuo. 200 I. 
"Todaiji 1\igatsudo honzon kohai zuzo ko-
Daibutsu renben senkoku wo sanshoshite--
Rokuonznsshu 6 
2 Retribution for Excess ive 
Eating in three Scrolls :ft!!f~J;'£ 
ki~. ru.x .w. ··:~ ki~ . ~17i 1tl ffR 
The proscriptions concerning food tha t 
we saw in t he Kok<nvadera Scrolls are 
expressed more cx plicilly in the handscrolls 
called .It!!.~~ ,•;o:;l'i~ }igoku-zoshi. the Hell scrolls 
in English. These are handscrolls dating to 
the late 12'h century. (fig. 4 ) 
This scene of The Hell for Burning !lair 
has a text section that states: ·Those who 
violated the five Buddhist proscriptions will 
fa ll into t his he ll:· A mong ma ny rules for 
monks and nuns. the so-called five Buddhist 
proscriptions. /i.JtX Gokai in j apanese. are 
the most important and they apply to lay 
people as well. T hey are as follows: .. do not 
ki ll. do not steal. do not have physical 
relations hips wit h peop le othe r t ha n 
spouses. do no t lie. an d do not drink 
alcohol.·· In short. violat ion of these 
proscriptions-including the prohibition of 
drinking alcohol-will result in horrible 
punishment for anyone. 
f.'i gure 5 shows a scene from filt!-\!. •','( r 
Gaki-zostu:· the Scroll of Hung ry Ghosts. llungry Ghosts arc creatures that inhabi t one 
of the Six Realms of Exis te nce below humans. They a rc in the realm just above the 
lowest hell. 
These llungry Ghosts scrolls are thought by scholars to form a set with the llcll 
Scrolls. In this scene. we can see elegant aristocrats enjoying thei r party. Plenty of food 
is on the ,·;:jJ:.f: takatsuki. a tall stand. served with sake. The men are so relaxed and 
d runk that thei r jackets fa ll from their shoulders. They are clearly enjoying their 
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fig. 4.}igoku-zoshi. The Hell for Burning Hair. Tokyo National ~ l useum 
Image: Tokyo :--lational Museum 
delightful evening. But let us carefully observe all the details of the picture. We can 
detect small hungry ghosts that cling to each human figure. 
Unfortunately. the original text that accompanied this scene does not su rvive. bm it 
is possible to unders tand the meaning of the scene from the Buddhist sutras. One sutra. 
the tF:i.t1:~*l': Shobonenjokyo. explains that there is a kind of gaki or creature. that is 
microscopic in form. and invisible.1 This tells us. then. that people may enjoy their 
transient lives without knowing about the existence of the omnipresent Hungry Ghosts. 
Two women are also depic ted in this scene. The significance of the women in this 
scene has gone unnoticed in all the scholarly literature on the Hungry Ghost Scrolls. 
The two women are playing musical instruments. one a Ooor harp (k ow) . and the other 
a drum. Note. however. that there are no tiny llungry Ghosts on these women. Why is 
that? The answer may also be found in the Sutra. The ShobOnenjokyo sutra says that 
g;i/(i sometime pretend to be a woman and in that female form they can slip into the 
humans' world . ~ Considering the teachings of the Buddha. these women might actually 
be gaki. [n medieval japan. viewing k:£i;'!Ji emaki was mainly a nobleman's culture. so 
these depictions represent society's complicated mentality not on ly about food but also 
about women. Both food and women are attractive. but in Buddhist terms they are 
dangerous. 
The most impressive handscroll from the 1 2'h century is ~~~ •','.: ;¥!~ Yamai-no-soshi the 
Scroll of Disease and Afflic tion. This is also thought to form a set with the Hell scrolls 
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fig. 5. Gaki·zosbi. Tokyo :\lational i\luseum 
Image: Tokyo :'\ational ~luseum 
and the Hungy Ghost scrolls. Shown here is a fragment of the Disease and Affliction 
scroll. the iV!an with a Toothache. (fig. 6 ) Actually. this is quite a comical depiction. The 
poor man is suffering from a toothache and yet he is hungry. There is enough food. but 
he can"t cat because of the condition of his tooth. 
Shown in front of him are a heaping bowl of rice and three more types of dishes. (fig. 
7) For most researchers. this depiction is an important historical record showing what 
medieval people ate and how they prepared foods. This image is not just a historical 
record. however. When medieval audiences looked at this toothache picture. they 
probably concluded that these foods are a little excessive and that this man is greedy. 
They would have been critical of him. The woman depicted beside him appears very 
cynical. She might represent the feelings of the audience. Tn short. this depiction of one 
soup and three dishes connotes more than satiation. 
Shown in figure 8 is another scene from the Disease and Affliction scrolls. This is 
called !J~iJ~jO)y !Iiman-no Onna in English. the Obese Woma n. The text that 
accompanies the painted illustration states ··or late. an obese woman. a money lender. 
can be seen around 7'h Avenue in the Capital. Due to her wealth she has more than 
enough to eat and she has grown very fat and cannot walk about without the help of 
several servant lad ies."" Here again the audience would be critica l. The scene connotes a 
strong sense of over satiating one"s self through overindulgence. This is expressed both 
in words and in the picture. Additionally. the text mentions her occupation as a 
moneylender. which is also of great interest. It was not a common profession for \\·omen 
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fig. 6. l'amai-no-soshi. The Man with Toothache. Kyoto National Museum 
Image: Kyoto National Museum 
fig. 7. l'amai-no-soslu: The ~ian with Toothache (detail). Kyoto :-Jational ;..Iuseum 
Image: Kyoto ::\ational ~luseum 
at the time. and probably provoked the audience·s hostility to a female moneylender. 
In medieval japan illness was understood in spiritual terms as the result of one·s bad 
actions: in Buddhist terms. what we would today call ··bad ka rma."· In observing this 
picture the medieval audience would have understood that the obese woman·s suffering 
was linked to her lifetime of bad activ ity as a money lende r. Thus. viewers can see that 
her karma is expressed in the present moment by her previous actions. IL"s also clear 
from this scroll that overindulgence was considerd Yery bad karma in t he medieval 
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fig. 8. } ·amai-no-soslu: The Obese \\"oman. Fukuoka City Museum tllatsunaga Collection 
Image: Fukuoka City :\ luseum 
Buddhis t social setting. 
If we examine the hand scrolls fve shown up to this point as a g roup. it can be seen 
that prohibitions agains t food come to be clea rly expressed in a r t works dating to the 
late 12'" to early 13'" centuries. T his period is considered th e first hal f of Japan's 
medieval e ra. 
3 1* ::kfffi i§ ff~~ Ban Dainagon Emaki 
Nex l. lets look at how the messages about overindulgence in food are depicted in 
other medieval paintings. The Minister Ban scroll or Ban Dainagon emaki depicts the 
message in less obvious ways but with t he same connotations. This is a late 12'"-century 
scroll about a government minister of the 9'11 century. Minister Ban. It dates to a bout 
the same time as the Scroll of Disease and Affliction and the others discussed. 
The linister Ban scroll depicts the his LOrical events surrounding a fi re in the year 
866 at the Li5;R I"l Outenmon. the main gate of the Imperial Palace. The main characters 
comprise two noble households. One is the family of ilh\f;\ Minamoto no Makoto. the 
other. the fam ily of Minister Ban. At first. Minamoto no Mokoto was accused of arson. 
and the strongest accusation came from f'l' ;Yf- VJ Torno no Yoshio. called f'F7dl'r5" Ban 
Dainagon. tha t is Minister Ban. In the e nd. however. Minister Ban was arrested as the 
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fig. 9. Bnn Dm'n;1gon Enwki. Idemilll Museum of Arts 
Image: Reprinted from ShinshD Nihon Emakimono zenslui 5. Tokyo. Kadokawashoten. 1976. 
fig. 10. Ban Dainagon Emaki. ldemitu i\luseum of Arts 
Image: Reprinted from Kokuho Ban Dailwgon Emaki. Tokyo. ldemitsu Museum of Arts. 2006. 
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fig. 11. The Ten Re,1!ms. Taimadera-temple. Okunoin 
Image: Reprinted from Kokkal224. 1997. 
guilty party for setting the fire. \ilinamoto no Makoto is presented in the scroll as the 
··good person·· and Minister Ban as the ''bad person."· 
Looking closely at the detai ls of the two men's households to see whether the Good 
and Bad judgment was expressed in food or th rough other over-indulgences. we find 
significant evidence suggesting goodness and badness. In the scroll many. many 
possessions are depicted but only in !VIinister Ban· s residence. For example. here are 
many cosmetic boxes are shown in the room at the rear. and in front is a golden cup on 
an elaborate stand and a red tray with a beautiful cup. and a stand that is heaped high 
with delicious foods. with the pooling cup probably filled with sake. (fig. 9 ) This is a 
portrayal of Minister Ban's residence. where the ladies lament the fact that he will be 
banished from the capital. In the scene. the artist has very carefully placed evidence of 
their over-indulgence in the luxuries of life. 
In contrast. Minamoto no Makoto' s household does not show any possessions other 
than th ings associated with virtuous educational activ ities-namely. a stationary box 
with a wri ting brush and a pape r box. (fig.lO) Comparing these to Minster Ban's goods. 
it is very clear that the Makoto' s household is depicted as "Good ... These scenes clearly 
suggest that the artist who created these scenes and also the audie nces of this picture 
scroll could both understand the connotations of these possessions including the 
depiction of foods. 
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3 -1- .WI~ T he Ten Realms 
\ext. let's look at an an work from around the midpoint of the medieval era. a mid-
ltJ '" century pair of folding screens. or byobu. owned by '1 1 J~t; .'i' ~Itt T aimadera temple. 
that depict the Six Realms of Existence. Rokudo. These screens show the Ten Realms. 
that is. the Six Realms plus the fou r levels of Buddhas and Bodhisaltvas. for a total of 
ten realms. in ] apanese 1-W. }ikkai. (fig.ll ) 
Of great importance LO my th inking about depiction of food is the scenes of the 
human realm on the screen. and the fact tha t nearly every scene with humans in this 
painting s hows them with food. Stated another way. food is the primary way to depict 
the c ha rac te r of humans in th is screen. For example. the storage room of a ve ry 
prosperous household is depicted. In addition to boxes and textiles we clear ly sec a t the 
center bags of gold dust a nd rugs. probably from Central Asia. All of these arc ve ry 
luxu rious goods. Beh ind the people a re shelves full of dried and preserved foods 
including salted fish. and celaclon jars probably filled with tea or sake. 
In another scene women a re fighting over a kimono. The art ist has added an 
important figu re: a se rvant lady passes by with a tray filled with food. This message 
about food functions in tandem with the excess goods to demonstrate the bad character 
of the people in this household. The heaping rice bowl is excessive if we keep in mind 
that rice was a luxury in this time. 
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Another scene shows the household's yard. Horses are laden with bales of rice on 
their backs. A man with documents-probably for the officials-travels with bundles of 
straw and bamboo that likely contain fresh fish. Nearby, men have opened the bales of 
rice to weigh them before rewrapping and putting them in the storehouse, which, as 
can be seen through the open doors, already holds bundles of textiles. Also shown is a 
stack of rice bales; also basins, called t3 usu, for grinding and pounding rice. 
In celebration of this largesse the household foremen are celebrating with sake, 
poured for them by a young boy, or in Japanese, ffB~ chigo-who is probably the 
"special friend" of the monk, seen here. The artist is showing criticism of immorality 
in this scene with excess possessions such as rice and textiles and by including sinful 
drinking and a monk with a page-boy. Deep inside the household in the master's private 
rooms we see the master himself with a page-boy drinking sake. Elsewhere we see 
drunken men dancing in silver moonlight, and more drunk people outside playing 
football under a willow tree. One man gestures as if saying, "come back and drink and 
play some more!" Back inside the house a servant sits on the veranda sampling the 
soup. In the back we see wild game, such as two kinds of rabbits and a duck, along 
with jars of liquid. The wild game is hung from a tree. Inside the kitchen, servants are 
preparing pheasant and fish with knife and chopsticks, with more duck in the back 
ready to cut up and be consumed. The world of the wealthy is full of luxurious 
forbidden foods, and alcohol. 
The people are depicted as relaxed and happy in this lifestyle. However, stepping 
back to look at the overall composition of the folding screen paintings, we, the viewing 
audience, are acutely aware that these prosperous people are located on the same visual 
level as the hells. In this pair of folding screens, the Ten Realms are depicted like a map 
of the world, and its composition visualizes the order of the Ten Realms. Hell is depicted 
at the bottom of the flames. The next of the six realms shows the fighting divinities or 
Ashura, shown in a level above Hell and the Hungry Ghost and Beasts, but the next 
realm, that of humans, is depicted on the bottom. 
Turning now to the left folding screen we can observe depictions of the human realm 
once again. But on the left screen the humans are closer to the higher realms, next to 
the Deva divinities and the four Buddha realms. At the bottom of the screen but closest 
to the Buddhas are humans. In the lower left the humans are shown departing from 
this world by boat with a heavenly destination. There are depictions of a poor man 
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whose occupation was a lowly salt collector. also a woman who ladles water into a 
bucket by small huts. To the far right side we see more human beings. 
Let us contextualize this human realm in relation to the whole-to the pair of folding 
screens. The world of pleasures should be understood as "living on borrowed time." 
The pleasure world is fleeting and meaningless in the broader context of Buddhist 
salvation. The Buddhist precept was taken more seriously by medieval society than by 
us today: the depictions of these folding screens obviously show society's ambivalence 
toward food and drink: on the one hand they constitute a good. but. if abused they can 
be the downfall of human beings. They can corrupt people and bring suffering. 
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This paper was initially written for the Lecture Series "Food and Faith in japan" at 
the Seattle Asian Art Museum. February 9. 2012. It was translated into English by 
Susan Dine and Yuri Sato, graduate students in the Departments of Art History and 
Asian Languages and Literature. University of Washington. Professor Cynthea Bogel 
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(Associate Professor, University of Washington. at that time, Associate Professor, 
Kyushu University, from April 2012) supervised them. I deeply appreciate their 
enthusiastic cooperation, and I would like to express my respect for Professor Bogel's 
deep knowledge of and love for Japanese art history. 
